Bacteria in exacerbations of chronic obstructive pulmonary disease: phenomenon or epiphenomenon?
Our understanding of the pathogenesis and consequences of acute exacerbations of chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD) has increased considerably in the past decade. Several new lines of evidence support bacterial causation of approximately half of the exacerbations in COPD. Acquisition of new strains of bacterial pathogens in patients with COPD is associated with a substantial increase in risk of exacerbation. Bacterial pathogens are isolated in significant concentrations from bronchoscopic samples obtained during acute exacerbation. Neutrophilic airway inflammation is associated with isolation of bacterial pathogens from sputum. A specific immune response to the infecting strains of bacterial pathogens isolated from sputum during exacerbations has been demonstrated. Future work should strive to understand better the host-pathogen interaction that leads to an exacerbation and to develop novel therapeutic and preventive measures.